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The Kidney Corner: 
Blood draws from veins in the hands

By Dr. Mark Saddler
Durango Nephrology Associates

“I have chronic kidney
disease. Why does my doctor tell
me to get my blood tests from a
vein in my hand rather than from
my arm?”

Managing chronic kidney
disease unfortunately requires
frequent blood tests. Since kidney
function can worsen without any
symptoms, it is important to
check kidney function by blood
testing frequently. It is also
important to do blood tests inter-
mittently for complications of
CKD (for example, anemia, bone
disease or acid buildup).

Generally, patients with CKD
are advised to get their blood
drawn from the veins in their
hands rather than from the arms.
This is not always popular
advice, because some people feel
that the hands are more sensitive
to needle sticks. Also, if the
blood draw leaves an unfortunate
bruise, it is more visible in the
hands than the arms.

However, it is still an impor-
tant piece of advice in order to
preserve the arm veins.

One problem with CKD is the
tendency for the kidney function
to worsen over time. Even
people with healthy kidneys are
at risk of inexorably losing
kidney function, slowly but sure-

ly, over the years.
When the kidneys are diseased,

this process proceeds more quick-
ly. Medications can slow down
the process of kidney function
loss, but generally cannot stop it.

As physicians, our primary
goal is to keep kidneys function-

ing as well as possible to avoid
dialysis. But we also need to be
conscious of the possibility that
any patient with CKD may
progress to needing dialysis at
some point in their life.

The more commonly used type
of dialysis, hemodialysis, is
performed by creating a fistula in
the arm by connecting an artery
to a vein. After this connection is
made, the vein needs to enlarge
for the fistula to be useable for
dialysis.

An experienced surgeon should
do the fistula procedure for the
best chance of success. But even
in the best hands, a fistula may
fail to develop if the veins are not
of good quality. Repeated blood
draws from the veins of the arms
can lead to scarring and may
prevent the veins from being able
to develop into a good fistula.

Choosing one arm only for
blood draws can help with vein
preservation — the other arm
could potentially be used for a
future fistula procedure. Howev-
er, it is sometimes difficult to
predict which arm will be more
suitable for a future fistula, and
it’s best to preserve both arms’
veins if possible.

If your doctor advises you to
have blood draws from the hand
only, try to follow this advice if
possible. The added inconvenience
may be worth it in the long term.
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